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SENEGALESE WOMEN MIGRANTS IN AMERICA : A NEW AUTONOMY? 
This. is a p r e l i m i n a r y  p a p e r  o n  r e s e a r c h . . w h i c h  1 a m  c u r r e n t l y  
c a r r y i n g  o u t  on t h e  m i g r a t i o n  of  S e h e g a l e s e  w o m e n  t o  Rmer ica .  It 
h a s  g r o w n  o u t  o f  a l o n g - t e r m  p r o j e c t  ( 1 9 8 6 - 1 9 9 2 )  o n  t h e  
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  m i g r a t i o n  of a S e n e g a l e s e - b a s e d  S u f i  b r o t h e r h o o d  
k n o w n  a s  t h e  M o u r i d e s ,  which  in r e c e n t  years  h a s  b e c o m e  a t r a d i n g  
d i a s p o r a  w i t h  c o m m u n i t i e s  e s t a b l i s h e d  in m a j o r  c o m m e r c i a l  c i t i e s  
in West Africa, W e s t e r n  Europe a n d  t h e  US. 
M o u r i d e  m i g r a t i o n  t o  t he  US w a s  ini t ia l ly  c o m p o s e d  m o s t l y  of m e n .  
In 1 9 8 6  t he re  were  only  a f e w  w o m e n  in t h e  New York M o u r i d e  
c o m m u n i t y  a n d  t h e y  w e r e  n e a r l y  all m a r r i e d  t o  m i g r a n t  m e n .  These 
w o m e n  t e n d e d  t o  h a u e  o c c u p a t i o n s  w h i c h  were  d e p e n d e n t  o n  t h e  
l a r g e - s c a l e  m e n ’ s  m i g r a t i o n .  They  o p e n e d  ” c a n t i n e s ”  s e r v i n g  r i c e  
a n d  f i s h  in t h e  r o o m s  o f  wel fa re  h o t e l s  w h e r e  S e n e g a l e s e  m e n  
c o n g r e g a t e d  ; t h e y  did t h e  l a u n d r y  f o r  m e n .  According t o  s o m e  m e n ,  
t h e  f e w  s i n g l e  w o m e n  t h e r e  a l s o  w o r k e d  a s  p r o s t i t u t e s ,  a 
s t a t e m e n t  wh ich  c o r r e s p o n d s  t o  a c o m m o n l y  h e l d  u i e w  o f  s i n g l e  
w o m e n  on  their o w n .  
S e n e g a l e s e  w o m e n  “ c o m m e r ç a n t e s ”  o c c a s i o n a l l y  c a m e  t o  New York 
t o  buy w h o l e s a l e  g o o d s  t o  re-sell in Dakar - j e w e l r y ,  s h o e s  a n d  
s m a l l  i t e m s  s u c h  a s  flash bulbs  - b u t  these w o m e n  did n o t  settle in 
t h e  US. T h e  S e n e g a l e s e  w o m e n  l iuing f u l l - t i m e  in New-York  who  
were inuolued  in t r a d e  t e n d e d  t o  h a u e  little c a p i t a l  a n d  t o  c a r r y  o u t  
their  a c t i u i t i e s  on ly  occas iona l ly ,  s u c h  a s  s e n d i n g  s m a l l  q u a n t i t i e s  
of  w h o l e s a l e  m e r c h a n d i s e  t o  Dakar .  
T o d a y ,  t he  s i t u a t i o n  has e u o l u e d  a n d  S e n e g a l e s e  w o m e n  in t h e  US 
a r e  i n u o l u e d  i n  a wide  r a n g e  o f  e m p l o y m e n t  ; t h e y  a re  no  l o n g e r  
d e p e n d e n t  on f i n d i n g  w o r k  w i t h i n  t h e  S e n e g a l e s e  c o m m u n i t y  
w o r k i n g  f o r  m e n  m i g r a n t s .  W h i l e  s o m e  still c o m e  w i t h  their  
h u s b a n d s ,  o r  j o i n  t h e m  l a t e r ,  m a n y  a r e  Eoming a l o n e  o r  w i t h  o t h e r  
w o m e n .  They c o m e  t o  New York i n  o r d e r  t o  w o r k  a n d ,  l i k e  their  
m a l e  c o u n t e r p a r t s ,  t h e y  g e n e r a l l y  b e g i n  their  w o r k i n g  l i u e s  a s  
s t r e e t - p e d l a r s .  flfter a s h o r t  t i m e ,  their  o c c u p a t i o n s ,  l i k e  t h o s e  o f  
m e n ,  d i v e r s i f y .  T h e y  g e t  j o b s  i n  t h e  s e r u i c e  s e c t o r ,  r e s t a u r a n t s ,  
s u p e r  m a r k e t s ,  h o t e l s .  A g r o w i n g  n u m b e r  a re  in w h o l e s a l e  t rade  
a n d  t h e y  a r e  g r a d u a l l y  mov ing  i n t o  f i e l d s  f o r m e r l y  c o n t r o l l e d  b y  
m e n ,  in pa r t i cu la r ,  i n  t h e  e l e c t r o n i c  f ie ld .  
Rs F a t o u  Sow has p o i n t e d  o u t  in h e r s t u d y  o f  S e n e g a l e s e  w o m e n ’ s  
i n i t i a t i v e s ,  t h e  e c o n o m i c  c r i s i s  has h a d  a n  e f f e c t  on t h e  status and 
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r o l e s  o f  w o m e n .  Few w o m e n  c a n  a f f o r d  n o t  t o  w o r k  a n d  t h e  m o n e y  
t h e y  e a r n  is e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h e  f a m i l y  i n c o m e .  T h e  c r i s i s  h a s  m a d e  
w o m e n  ” m o r e  a c t i u e ,  m o r e  c r e a t i u e :  a n d  c e r t a i n l y  . m o r e  uisible” I 
( 1  99  1 :2). This c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  a p p l i e s  e q u a l l y  well t o  S e n e g a l e s e  
m i g r a n t  w o m e n  a s  t o  t h o s e  w h o  h a u e  r e m a i n e d  beh ind .  The  w i u e s  
of m i g r a n t s  a r e  n o w  o u t  on t h e  s t r e e t s  se l l ing  wi th  t h e  men .  
I n  t h i s  p a p e r  I shall e x p l o r e  h o w  S e n e g a l e s e  w o m e n  i n  f lmer i ca  
haue  r e c e n t l y  c r e a t e d  their  o w n  s p e c i a l i z e d  n i c h e  a n d  a r e  acqu i r ing  
a n  e c o n o m i c  i n d e p e n d e n c e .  To b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  c o n t e x t  in 
w h i c h  these  n e w  d i r e c t i o n s  h a u e  d e u e l o p e d ,  I will n o w  t u r n  t o  a 
brief s u m m a r y  o f  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  S e n e g a l e s e  m i g r a t i o n  t o  t h e  US. 
The S e n e g a l e s e  m i g r a n t s  w h o m  I m e t  d u r i n g  t h e  ini t ia l  per iod  of  m y  
r e s e a r c h  in  New York (1986-87) ,  w e r e  m o s t l y  Wolof a n d  b e l o n g e d  
t o  t h e  M o u r i d e  b r o t h e r h o o d ,  T h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  has  n o w  
c h a n g e d  a n d  t h e r e  is a m o r e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  r a n g e  of  e t h n i c  g r o u p s  
a n d  r e l ig ious  a f f i l i a t i o n s .  
* 
My r e s e a r c h  e x p l o r e d  h o w  m e m b e r s h i p  in t h i s  S u f i  b r o t h e r h o o d  
f a c i l i t a t e d  t h e  c o m p l e x  o p e r a t i o n s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  c a r r y i n g  o u t  the i r  
l o n g - d i s t a n c e  t r a d i n g  a c t i u i t i e s .  As C o h e n  (1  971 :267) has  p o i n t e d  
o u t  f o r  t h e  I s l a m i c  t r a d i n g  e m p i r e s  o f  West Afr ica ,  i m p o r t a n t  
f a c t o r s  in their  s u c c e s s  were a c o m m o n  re l ig ious  a f f i l i a t i on ,  shared 
u a l u e s  a n d  well d e u e l o p e d  s t r u c t u r e s  o f  s o c i a l  con t ro l .  The M o u r i d e  
m i g r a t i o n  relies o n  these s a m e  f e a t u r e s  t o  c r e a t e  n e t w o r k s  l inking 
t o g e t h e r  their  m i g r a n t  c o m m u n i t i e s  in E u r o p e ,  Amer ia  a n d  West 
Africa a s  well a s  m a i n t a i n i n g  their  t i e s  w i t h  m e r c h a n t s  in Dakar. 
These t rade  n e t w o r k s  a r e  highly c o m p l e x  e n t i t i e s  s p a n n i n g  s e u e r a l  
c o n t i n e n t s .  They are  c o n s t a n t l y  c h a n g i n g  i n t r i c a t e  s t r u c t u r e s  w h i c h  
p e n e t r a t e  i n t o  t h e  loca l  t r a d e  c o m m u n i t y ,  i n t e g r a t i n g  m e m b e r s  of  
t h e  h o s t  c o m m u n i t y  i n t o  t h e i r  s t r u c t u r e  a n d  l ink ing  t h e m  b a c k  t o  
S e n e g a l .  - 
Despite t h e  c o m p l e x i t y  o f  t h e i r  t r a d i n g  o p e r a t i o n s ,  M o u r i d e s  h a u e  
been i n u o l u e d  in t r a d e  on  s u c h  a m a s s i u e  s c a l e  f o r  a r e l a t i v e l y  
s h o r t  t i m e ,  s i n c e  p e r h a p s  t h e  mid-1 970’s.  T h e  b r o t h e r h o o d ,  w h i c h  
has  its o r i g i n s  in 1 9 t h  c e n t u r y  r u r a l  S e n e g a l  in i t ia l ly  b e c a m e  a 
p o w e r f u l  e c o n o m i c  o r g a n i z a t i o n  in S e n e g a l  b e c a u s e  of its s u c c e s s  
in g r o u n d - n u t  c u l t i v a t i o n .  H o w e u e r ,  t h e  fa l l ing  p r i c e  of  p e a n u t s  a n d  
t h e  d r o u g h t  f o r c e d  M o u r i d e s  t o  m i g r a t e  t o  t h e  t o w n s  w h e r e  trade 
h a s  b e c o m e  the i r  p r i m a r y  o c c u p a t i o n .  In  t h e  p a s t  15 y e a r s  
M o u r i d e s  h a u e  t a k e n  o u e r  t h e  m a r k e t s  o f  Dakar f r o m  t h e  L e b a n e s e  
w h o  f o r m e r l y  c o n t r o l l e d  t h e  sale of i m p o r t e d  g o o d s .  
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S u c c e s s f u l  M o u r i d e  t r a d e r s  h a u e  n o w  e x p a n d e d  i n t o  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
t r a d e .  As' t h e y  h a u e  b e c a m e  m o r e  c o m p e t i t i u e ,  t h e y  h a u e  
s p e c i a l i z e d  in  buy ing  e l e c t r o n i c  g o o d s  in l a r g e  c i t i e s  in Asia a n d  t h e  
US, w h i c h  t h e y  re-sell in  S e n e g a l .  W h i l e  t h e  s u c c e s s f u l  t r a d e r s  
t r a u e l  a b r o a d  c o n s t a n t l y  i n  s e a r c h  o f  new g o o d s  t o  re-sell i n  
S e n e g a l ,  o t h e r  M o u r i d e s  w o r k  a s  s t r e e t - v e n d o r s  i n  c i t i e s  
t h r o u g h o u t  W e s t e r n  E u r o p e  a n d  i n c r e a s i n g l y  in N o r t h  Amer ica .  
These m i g r a n t s  h a u e  e s t a b l i s h e d  c o m m u n i t i e s  in m a j o r  c o m m e r c i a l  
c e n t e r s  wh ich  p r o u i d e  a n c h o r  p o i n t s  f o r  t r a d e r s  b a c k  in Dakar w h o  
re ly  on New York a n d  E u r o p e a n  m a r k e t s  t o  s u p p l y  their s t o r e s .  
.I 
S e n e g a l e s e  m i g r a t i o n  t o  t h e  US is relatiuely r e c e n t .  Until t h e  mid  
1980's,  S e n e g a l e s e  m i g r a t i o n  t o  Amer ica  w a s  ch ie f ly  c o m p o s e d  o f  a 
s m a l l  n u m b e r  of s t u d e n t s  a n d  d i p l o m a t s ,  wi th  a f e w  h i g h - p o w e r e d  
b u s i n e s s m e n  w h o  a l r e a d y  s a w  t h e  p r o f i t s  t o  b e  m a d e  in New York's 
w h o l e s a l e  d i s t r i c t s .  As a f o r m e r  f r a n c o p h o n e  c o l o n y ,  F r a n c e  h a d  
b e e n  t h e  pr inc ipa l  site o f  m i g r a t i o n  f o r  S e n e g a l e s e  s e e k i n g  w o r k  
b u t  wi th  g r o w i n g  u n e m p l o y m e n t ,  a c c o m p a n i e d  by  a s t r o n g  a n t i -  
i m m i g r a n t  s e n t i m e n t ,  African m i g r a n t s  s o u g h t  o u t  n o w  sites. 
Around  1 9 8 6  l a r g e  n u m b e r s  o f  S e n e g a l e s e  v e n d o r s ,  g e n e r a l l y  
M o u r i d e ,  a p p e a r e d  o n  t h e  s t r ee t s  of  New Y o r k ,  s e e m i n g l y  
o v e r n i g h t ,  s e l l i ng  m e r c h a n d i s e  w h i c h  t h e y  b o u g h t  in w h o l e s a l e  
q u a n t i t i e s  o n  B r o a d w a y  a n d  in C h i n a t o w n .  They  i n i t i a  ly l iued  in 
welfare  h o t e l s  n e a r  B r o a d w a y ,  w h i c h  a re  c l o s e  t o  t h e  w h o l e s a l e  
d i s t r i c t s .  S e v e r a l  w o u l d  s h a r e  a r o o m  a n d  g r a d u a l l y  e n t i r e  f l o o r s  
were  t a k e n  o u e r  b y  S e n e g a l e s e  s t r e e t - p e d l a r s .  As t h e y  b e c a m e  
m o r e  established i n  t h e  US, t h e y  m o v e d  i n t o  a p a r t m e n t s  in Har lem,  
t h e  Bronx a n d  Queens. 
A c e n t e r  f o r  Mou.rides in New York is t h e  h o u s e  w h i c h  t h e y  b o u g h t  
in Brooklyn.. It is n a m e d  a f t e r  t he i r  f o u n d e r  a n d  i s  k n o w n  a s  t h e  
" M a i s o n  d e  S e r i g n e  T o u b a " .  The  w e e k l y  da'ira ( r e l i g i o u s  m e e t i n g )  is 
h e l d  here a n d  M o u r i d e s  c o m e  t o g e t h e r  t o  s i n g  ho ly  s o n g s  a n d  share  
a m e a l .  T h e  d a ' i r a  is a f o c a l  p o i n t  in t h e  m i g r a n t  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  
p r o u i d e s  a s t a b l e  c e n t e r  i n  t h e i r  p e r i p a t e t i c  l ives .  
The  New York d a ' i r a ,  u n l i k e  o t h e r  m o r e  " i n w a r d - l o o k i n g "  da ' i ras  in 
P a r i s  a n d  Marse i l l e ,  m a k e s  o u t s i d e r s  w e l c o m e  (Cru i se  O'Brien 1988  ; 
Diop 1985).  A g r o w i n g  n u m b e r  o f  Amer ican  Mus l ims ,  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  
w h o m  a r e  Amer ican  w o m e n  m a r r i e d - t o  S e n e g a l e s e  m e n ,  a t t e n d  t h e  
S u n d a y  n igh t  m e e t i n g s  in  Brooklyn  w h e r e  t h e y  f o l l o w  c l a s s e s  t o  
learn a b o u t  M o u r i d i s m .  As a s i g n  of  the s t r o n g  ties w h i c h  a re  
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d e u e l o p i n g  b e t w e e n  Fimerican Mus l ims  a n d  t h e  M o u r i d e s ,  t h e r e  i s  a 
g r o w i n g  t r e n d  t o  s e n d  A m e r i c a n  c h i l d r e n  t o  K o r a n i c  s c h o o l s  in  
S e n e g a l ,  w h e r e  t h e y  r e m a i n  f o r  s e u e r a l  years. % 
In  1 9 8 7  t w o  S e n e g a l e s e  w o m e n ,  M a r i a m  a n d  N a b o u ,  b e g a n  t o  
r e g u l a r l y  a t t e n d  t h e  da ' i r a .  T h e y  w e r e  b o t h  m a r r i e d  t o  M o u r i d e s  a n d  
h a d  r e c e n t l y  a r r i v e d  in  New York a n d ,  a t  t h a t  t i m e ,  t h e y  did n o t  
w o r k .  I h a v e  f o l l o w e d  t h e i r  i t i n e r a r i e s  o u e r  t h e  yea r s  a n d  a 
s u m m a r y  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s  i n  t h e  US i l lus t ra tes  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  
i n d e p e n d e n t  r o l e s  t a k e n  b y  m i g r a n t  w o m e n .  It a l s o  p o i n t s  t h e  way 
f o r  f u t u r e  d i r e c t i o n s  in  my r e s e a r c h .  
M a r i a m  a n d  Nabou  h a d  c o m e  t o g e t h e r  t o  New York in o r d e r  t o  j o i n  
h u s b a n d s  w h o  h a d  m i g r a t e d  t o  t h e  US. The c o u p l e s  h a d  b e e n  c l o s e  
f r i e n d s  s i n c e  Dakar. M a r i a m ' s  h u s b a n d  w a s  a c a b  d r i u e r  a n d  Nabou ' s  
w a s  a w h o l e s a l e r  w h o  sold w a t c h e s  t o  o t h e r  S e n e g a l a s e  v e n d o r s .  
Each w o m a n  h a d  left  h e r  c h i l d r e n  in  Dakar in t h e  c a r e  o f  f a m i l y  
m e m b e r s .  They  d i d  n o t  w o r k  b e c a u s e  their  h u s b a n d s  d i d  n o t  w a n t  
t h e m  t o  a n d  t h e y  s p e n t  m o s t  o f  t h e i r  t i m e  in t h e  a p a r t m e n t  w h i c h  
t h e  t w o  c o u p l e s  shared  in  a building wh ich  w a s  i n h a b i t e d  by  s e v e r a l  
M o u r i d e  h o u s e h o l d s .  Their n e x t - d o o r  n e i g h b o r s  were  y o u n g  b o y s  
w h o  w o r k e d  a s  s t r e e t - p e d l a r s  a n d  t h e  h e a d  o f  t h e  h o u s e h o l d ,  
M a m a d o u ,  w a s  a c l o s e  f r i e n d  o f  t h e  c o u p l e s  f r o m  Dakar. After a 
s h o r t  t i m e  in t h e  US,  t h e  w o m e n  d e c i d e d  t h e y  h a d  t o  f ind  w o r k  t o  
s e n d  m o n e y  h o m e  t o  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .  Their first e c o n o m i c  u e n t u r e  
w a s  t o  prepare f o o d  in a r o o m  in  a h o t e l  near  T imes  Square where  
m a n y  S e n e g a l e s e  l i v e d .  T h e  r e s t a u r a n t  s o o n  a t t r a c t e d  o t h e r  
S e n e g a l e s e  s t r e e t - p e d l a r s  w h o  w o r k e d  i n  t h e  n e i g h b o r h o o d  a n d  
b e c a m e  p r o f i t a b l e .  
Their h u s b a n d s  w e n t  a long  w i t h  t h i s  ini t ia l  u e n t u r e  b u t  a t t e m p t e d  
t o  s t o p  t h e  w o m e n  f r o m  b r o a d e n i n g  the i r  e c o n o m i c  a c t i u i t i e s  a n d  
b e c o m i n g  s t r e e t  v e n d o r s .  Though  w o m e n  a re  i n u o l u e d  in t r a d e  i n  
S e n e g a l  - f o o d s t u f f s ,  a r t i s a n a l  p r o d u c t s  a n d  i m p o r t e d  g o o d s  s u c h  
a s  s h o e s  - t h e  m e n  c l a imed  t h a t  s t r e e t  pedd l ing  in New York w a s  
t o o  r i s k y  f o r  w o m e n .  I t  w a s  all r i g h t  f o r  w o m e n .  t o  b e  
" c o m m e r ç a n t e s "  in  S e n e g a l  a n d  s t i c k  t o  w o m e n ' s  s p e c i a l i t i e s  b u t  
t h e  m e n  p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  in New York t h e  p o l i c e  were  t o o  
a g g r e s s i v e .  W h a t  i f  t h e  w o m e n  were  a r r e s t e d  a n d ,  l ike  t h e  m e n ,  
s e n t  t o  jai l  f o r  a f e w  d a y s  ? 
M a r i a m  a n d  Nabou  i n s i s t e d  t h a t  t h e y  n e e d e d  t o  s e n d  m o n e y  h o m e  
f o r  their ch i ld ren .  As Fatou  Sow h a s  p o i n t e d  o u t  (1991:26)  e c o n o m i c  
c r i s i s  brings a new l iber ty  f o r  w o m e n  s i n c e  m e n  are obliged t o  
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p e r m i t  t h e m  t o  w o r k  w h e n  t h e y  can ’ t  m e e t  t h e i r  needs. The w o m e n  
s t a r t e d  to  se l l  on  t h e  s t r e e t s  ; t h e y  so ld  in t h e  same l o c a t i o n s  a n d  
h a d  f a r  f e w e r  p r o b l e m s  w i t h  t h e  l a w  t h a n  t h e  m e n  b,ecause t h e y  
b e c a m e  f r iends  w i th  t h e  ne igbo rhood  pol ice. ~ 
L ike t h e  m e n  s t r e e t  ped la rs ,  t h e  w o m e n  near l y  a l w a y s  w o r k e d  as a 
t e a m  on t h e  s t r e e t s .  Such p a r t n e r s h i p s  a r e  u s e f u l  because  o n e  
p e r s o n  a c t s  as a l o o k - o u t  f o r  t h e  p o l i c e  w h i l e  t h e  o t h e r  
c o n c e n t r a t e s  on a t t r a c t i n g  c l ients .  The w o m e n  sa id  t o o  t h a t  t h e y  
f e l t  m o r e  c o n f i d e n t  in dea l i ng  w i t h  c l i e n t s  w h e n  t h e  o t h e r  w a s  
p resen t .  
U h e n  M a r i a m  b e c a m e  pregnant ,  Nabou began t o  w o r k  w i th  a n  o l d e r  
Senegalese w o m a n ,  ßdama,  w h o  h a d  come t o  t h e  US a lone.  N a b o u  
b e c a m e  p r e g n a n t  s h o r t l y  a f t e r w a r d s  and  t h e  w o m e n  t o o k  t u r n s  
l o o k i n g  a f t e r  t h e  bab ies ,  w h i l e  t h e  o t h e r  t w o  so ld  on  t h e  s t ree ts .  
There w a s  a s p i r i t  o f  so l i da r i t y  a m o n g  t h e s e  w o m e n .  They t e n d e d  
t o  w o r k  t o g e t h e r ,  p o o l i n g  t h e i r  m o n e y  t o  b u y  w h o l e s a l e  g o o d s  
t o g e t h e r  and  e v e r y d a y  congrega t ing  on  t h e  same s t r e e t  c o r n e r  t o  
sell. 
Shor t l y  a f t e r  t h e  b i r t h s  o f  t h e i r  babies,  Nabou and M a r i a m  began  t o  
l o o k  f o r  s a l a r i e d  j o b s .  M a r i a m  f o u n d  w o r k  in a s u p e r m a r k e t  a n d  
N a b o u  e u e n t u a l l y  f o u n d  a j o b  in a hosp i ta l .  F l f te r  a t i m e  M a r i a m  
f o u n d  h e r  s u p e r m a k e t  j o b  t o o  r e s t r i c t i v e  a n d  e x p l o r e d  t h e  
poss ib i l i t y  o f  w o r k i n g  f u l l - t i m e  as a h a i r  s t y l i s t .  L i ke  m a n y  A f r i can  
w o m e n  in N e w  York ,  she  s t y l e d  h e r  f r i e n d s ’  h a i r  b u t  h a d  n o t  
t h o u g h t  o f  it as a poss ib le  f u l l - t i m e  occupat ion.  
In examin ing  t h e  s t e p s  which l e d  t o  t h i s  n e w  e m p l o y m e n t ,  M a r i a m ’ s  
M o u r i d e  a f f i l i a t i o n  seems t o  haue  p l a y e d  a p r i m a r y  ro le .  She f i r s t  
c o n t a c t e d  an  i m p o r t a n t  M o u r i d e  t r a d e r  in Dakar ,  Che ikh  Fall. Her  
househo ld  has  l ong -s tand ing  t i es  w i th  t h e  Fal l  f a m i l y ,  which is  one 
o f  Senegal ’s  m a j o r  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  t r a d i n g  f a m i l i e s .  They a r e  a n  
i m p o r t a n t  M o u r i d e  f a m i l y  w i t h  c lose  t i es  w i t h  t h e  b r o t h e r h o o d ’ s  
leaders .  Their assoc ia tes  a re  a l l  M o u r i d e s  and Cheikh Fal l  says  t h a t  
“ o n l y  Mour ides  can unders tand  each o t h e r ” .  He descr ibes  h i m s e l f  as 
a g o o d  M o u r i d e ,  h e  a t t e n d s  Fr iday  p r a y e r s  in Touba, t h e  M o u r i d e  
c a p i t a l  and, m o s t  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  he  he lps  o t h e r  Mour ides .  
The Fal ls haue  p a r t i c u l a r l y  close t i e s  w i th  M a r i a m ’ s  household.  Her  
s i s t e r  in Dakar  is m a r r i e d  t o  Cheikh Fall. Her  h u s b a n d  w o r k e d  w i th  
o n e  o f  t h e  Fa l l  b r o t h e r s .  Thei r  n e i g h b o r s  t o o  h a u e  l o n g - s t a n d i n g  
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  t h e  Fa l l  f a m i l y - -  s o m e  o f  t h e  y o u n g  m e n  h a d  
w o r k e d  in t h e  f a m i l y ’ s  s to res  in Dakar  ; M a m a d o u  h a d  once w o r k e d  
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f o r  h im in  S a n d a g a  m a r k e t  ; h i s  w i f e  w o r k s  in t h e  Fall f a m i l y  
f a c t o r y  w h i c h  m a n u f a c t u r e s  h a i r  e x t e n d e r s .  
The Fall 's n e t w o r k s  e x t e n d  f a r  b e y o n d  S e n e g a l  a n d  t h e y  a r e  c e n t r a l  
in  t r a d i n g  o p e r a t i o n s  wh ich  s t r e t c h  t o  E u r o p e ,  Nor th  America,  t h e  
M i d d l e  E a s t  a n d  Asia. T h e y  o w n  s t o r e s  s e l l i n g  i m p o r t e d  g o o d s ,  
r a n g i n g  f r o m  c o s m e t i c  p r o d u c t s  t o  e l e c t r o n i c  g o o d s .  Un l ike  o t h e r  
t raders ,  t h e  Falls h a u e  t a k e n  s o m e  of  t h e i r  c a p i t a l  o u t  of  t h e  c y c l e  
o f  t r a d e  a n d  i n u e s t e d  a t  in a f a c t o r y  w h i c h  m a k e s  hair e x t e n t e r s .  
* :  
Key t o  t h e i r  s u c c e s s  is t h e i r  e x t e n s i u e  r a n g e  of  c o n t a c t s  w i t h  t h e  
m i g r a n t  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  e spec ia l ly  in New York (Ebin 1992).  M a r i a m ' s  
h o u s e h o l d  w a s  a s o r t  of  o u t p o s t  f o r  t h e  Fall f ami ly  in  Dakar .  They 
b o u g h t  g o o d s  f o r  t h e m ,  t h e y  m a d e  c o n t a c t s  w i t h  u s e f u l  
w h o l e s a l e r s  a n d  h e l p e d  t h e m  t r a n s p o r t  g o o d s  t o  Senega l .  
C h e i k h  Fall a g r e e d  t o  h e l p  M a r i a m  in her  p r o j e c t .  He s e n t  o u e r  a 
l a r g e  s u p p l y  o f  e x t e n d e r s  a n d  s h e  b e g a n  t o  look f o r  clients. S h e  had  
c a r d s  m a d e  u p  a n d  w h i l e  in i t ia l ly  h e r  c l i e n t s  w e r e  m o s t l y  o t h e r  
S e n e g a l e s e  w o m e n  i n  New York, she s o o n  h a d  American c l i en t s  f r o m  
t h e  M o u r i d e  da' ira in Brooklyn. They  g a u e  h e r  n a m e  t o  f r iends a n d  
her list of c l i e n t s  h a s  n o w  e x p a n d e d  b e y o n d  t h e  Amer ican  Musl im 
c o m m u n i t y .  
As she g r e w '  m o r e  s u c c e s s f u l ,  t h e  Falls fi l led her inc reas ing ly  l a r g e  
o r d e r s  f o r  ha i r  e x t e n d e r s  a n d  s h e  h a s  n o w  b e c o m e  an  i m p o r t a n t  
d i s t r i b u t i o n  p o i n t  f o r  t h e m  in  New York. To m e e t  t h e  g r o w i n g  
d e m a n d  f o r  her  s e r u i c e s ,  C h e i k h  Fall h a s  a l s o  sent  o u e r  S e n e g a l e s e  
w o m e n  f r o m  Dakar t o  w o r k  w i t h  h e r ,  M a m a d o u ' s  wife  w h o  h a d  
w o r k e d  in t h e  f a c t o r y  in D a k a r  c a m e  t o  New York t o  j o i n  her 
h u s b a n d  a n d  a l s o  t o  t e a c h  M a r i a m  t h e  l a t e s t  S e n e g a l e s e  ha i r s ty l e s .  
Each s ide  h a s  b e n e f i t e d  f r o m  t h e  p a r t n e r s h i p .  Fo r  M a r i a m  her 
M o u r i d e  c o n t a c t s  i n  D a k a r  h e l p e d  l a u n c h  h e r  in  t h e  c o i f f u r e  
business ; M o u r i d e  c o n t a c t s  in New York w i d e n e d  her l is t  of c l i e n t s  
a n d  she  has  d e u e l o p e d  a th r iu ing  b u s i n e s .  S h e  c a n  n o w  earn m o r e  
t h a n  he r  h u s b a n d  a n d  she r e c e n t l y  b r o u g h t  o u e r  a f ami ly  m e m b e r  
t o  t a k e  c a r e  o f  h e r  t w o  chi ldren b o r n  in Amer ica .  
These a c t i u i t i e s  h a u e  a l s o  b e n e f i t t e d  t h e  Fall f a m i l y .  They h a u e  
e s t ab l i shed  a n o t h e r  o u t l e t  f o r  t h e i r  p r o d u c t  a n d  t h e y  h a u e  
s t r e n g t h e n e d  the i r  ties w i t h  t h e  M o u r i d e  c o m m u n i t y  in  New York, a 
r e l a t i o n s h i p  w h i c h  is inua luab le  in - c a r r y i n g  o u t  t h e i r  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
trade a c t i v i t i e s .  T h e y  h a u e  a l s o  a c t e d  a s  g o o d  M o u r i d e s  b y  a id ing  
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o t h e r  M o u r i d e s  i n  d i v e r s e  w a y s  - t h e y  h e l p e d  M a r i a m  s t a r t  u p  a 
business,  t h e y  f o u n d  m o r e  p r o f i t a b l e  w o r k  f o r  M a m a d o u ' s  wi fe  b y  
s e n d i n g  her t o  Amer ica ,  a m o u e  w h i c h  a l s o  u n i t e d . t h e  fami ly .  
.l , 
I n  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  w o r k  o f  S e n e g a l e s e  w o m e n  in t h e  US,  the i r  
e d u c a t i o n a l  b a c k g r o u n d s  s e e m  t o  h a v e  little i m p o r t a n c e  o n  t h e i r  
i n c o m e - e a r n i n g  ab i l i ty .  A s  o n e  w o m a n  sa id ,  " T h o s e  w h o  speak  on ly  
Wolof l e a r n  English j u s t  a s  f a s t  a s  t h o s e  w i t h  d i p l o m a s " .  In f a c t ,  
t h o s e  w o m e n  w h o  h a d  e x p e r i e n c e  in t h e  i n f o r m a l  s e c t o r  in S e n e g a l  
in t r a d e ,  f o r  el-rample, a r e  b e t t e r  a d a p t e d  t o  g e t t i n g  s t a r t ed  i n  New 
York w h e r e  r e s o u r c e f u l n e s s  c o u n t s  m o r e  t h a n  f o r m a l  e d u c a t i o n .  
S e n e g a l e s e  w o m e n  s e e m  t o  b e  f i n d i n g  a n e w  a u t o n o m y  in their  
l i u e s  a s  m i g r a n t s .  As F a t o u  S o w  h a s  p o i n t e d ,  "Une  e c o n o m i e  r u i n é e  
se  d e f o r m a l i s e  o u  s ' i n f o r m a l i s e "  a n d  w o m e n  a re  b e n e f i t i n g  f r o m  
t h i s  c r i s i s  wh ich  has  o p e n e d  u p  n e w  m e a n s  t o  e m p l o y m e n t  t o  t h e m  
(1991:17) .  T h e y  h a u e  a c q u i r e d  a n e w  i n d e p e n d e n c e  w h i c h  will 
c e r t a i n l y  haue r e p e r c u s s i o n s  o n  their  p o s i t i o n  w i t h i n  t h e  f ami ly  and  
in t h e  l a r g e r  s o c i e t y ,  w h i c h  I p l an  t o  e x p l o r e  in f u t u r e  
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